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ABSTRACT

Why are we still talking about this? Making inclusion work in the general
education classroom setting from the perspective of one Minnesota charter school

Alison Tanner
September 2014

Action Research Final Project

Those familiar with inclusion understand that legislation including Public

Law 94-142,the Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975,
Individuals with Disabilities Act of 2004 (IDEA), and No Child Left Behind Act
of 2001 (NCLB), was put into place to ensure students with disabilities received
free and appropriate education. Decades after these laws have been put into
place, student access to equitable education is still hotly debated.

This qualitative study investigates how inclusion is working in an
inclusive, urban public elementary school. The research illustrates current
successes and challenges associated

with implementing inclusive practices. Using

textual analysis of interview transcripts and fieldwork observations, this study
provides recommendations (i.e. agreeing on a common vision) for effectively

implementing inclusive teaching practices that allow special education students to
maximize their potential within the general education classroom.
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Introduction

Imagine you are a special education teacher, trained to work with students
who need extra guidance with academics, functional, and social and emotional

skills. In addition to teaching your

students academic and functional skills, you

must stay up to date on current special education legislation, paperwork, and latest
trends in educational research and professional developments on how to

implement new strategies in your classroom.

It is the beginning of the school year, and you have just received your
caseload of students. This year is different because the school's administration
and special education coordinator have decided to implement more inclusive

services. You knew inclusion would be the focus of back-to-school training, but
you are not sure what it means for you or your students. Would including special
education students into the general education classroom be in the best interest

of

the students? What would teaching look like in the inclusive classroom

environment? The implementation team explains that students receiving special
education services

will

spend more time in general education classrooms. They

go on to say that special education teachers

will

devote more time to co-teaching

in general education classrooms. Inclusion was mentioned and talked about in
your college coursework, but you have never experienced what an inclusive
classroom should look like yourself. Trainings on inclusion are scheduled during
the first week before students arrive for the school year, yet questions of what
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inclusion looks like, feels like, sounds like have been going through your head the
whole summer.
The above situation described above is not uncommon. Some new and
even experienced special education teachers are feeling inadequately prepared to

implement inclusion and are uncertain what it means to work in an inclusive
environment. Legislation including Public Law 94-142,the Education for All
Handicapped Children Ac of lgTl,Individuals with Disabilities Act 2004

(IDEA), and No Child Left Behind Act 2001 OfCLB), is the result of our nations'
ineffective education system and its failure to meet the needs of children,
especially those with disabilities (Ryndak, Reardon, Benner, & Ward,2007).
Years and even decades have passed since these laws were passed, and we are

still debating whether or not students with disabilities should be educated
alongside their nondisabled peers and how to implement inclusive teaching
methods that provide instruction to all students (Osgood, 2005). This chapter

will

focus on the history of inclusion and corresponding legislations in order to
understand how inclusion evolved. The chapter

will then conclude with

introducing the study's goals.
The History of Inclusion

It is important to understand the complex history of inclusion, which
as far back as the 1800's (Osgood,

dates

2005). The inconsistent and confusing

relationship of other terminology - such as mainstreaming, normalization,
integration, and full inclusion - makes analysis of the history of inclusion
challenging because each term is defined differently, yet promotes the same idea:

2

of allowing students with disabilities to learn alongside their nondisabled peers
(Osgood, 2005). It is important to understand the terminology of inclusion
because the terms used to describe inclusion has changed over the last few

decades. For example, mainstreaming gives students with disabilities the

opportunity to interact with their non-disabled peers during the school day, while
inclusion requires the placement of students with disabilities in general education
classrooms (Lalvani, 2013). A simplified way of thinking about mainstreaming
and inclusion is to consider mainstreaming as visiting a classroom on occasion
and inclusion as having

full membership in the classroom (Lalvani,2013).

Normalization is a term made known in the United States by Wolf Wolfensbrg
(Osgood, 2005). Bengt Nirje stated that people with mental retardation should be

living life and experiencing similar conditions of everyday life

as close as

possible to regular conditions and ways of life of "society" (Osgood, 2005).

Integration was a term used before mainstreaming which stated that students with
disabilities should be integrated into the regular education classroom (Osgood,
200s).
Labels used to identify categories of disabilities have changed over time
due to the evolution of medical research and advancements, shifting social and

cultural standards, and changes in our knowledge of psychology (Osgood, 2005).

Disability labels have mostly changed with respect to the category of mental and
cognitive diagnoses. Historically, the mainstreaming philosophy allowed students
labeled with mild disabilities to receive their education in the general education
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classroom; however, students with moderate or severe disabilities were not
considered for this option (Alquraini & Gut, 2012 citing Osgood, 2005).
Some limitations of mainstreaming included students with disabilities
spending the majority of their time segregated from their typically developing
peers in special separate classrooms except for social activities or academics

(Alquraini & Gut, 2A12 citing Osgood, 2005). It was these limitations of
mainstreaming that led parents and educators to advocate for all students with

disabilities to receive a fulltime education in an inclusive environment (Alquraini

& Gut, 2012). The inclusion movement

focuses on educating all students,

including those with disabilities in the general education classroom (Alquraini &
Gut, 2012).

Public Law 94-142

In 1975, Public Law 94-142 (also known as_Educationfor All
Handicapped Children Act) was put into place. It guaranteed a free,

"appropriate," public education to each child with a disability in every state and

locality across the country ("History," 2001). The law has four purposes: (l) to
ensure that all children with disabilities have access to free appropriate public

education that emphasized the use of special education interventions and related
services specifically designed to meet a student's unique needs; (2) to ensure the

rights of children with disabilities and their parents are protecteid; (3) to support
states and localities so that they

can provide education to all children with

disabilities; and (a) to evaluate and ensure the effectiveness of all efforts to
educate children with disabilities ("History," 2001). Public Law 94-142 also
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authorized financial incentives to assist states and localities in order to

fulfill their

promise of providing access to education for all children with disabilities

("History," 2007). Public Law 94-124 was a result of Congressional concern for
two groups of children: children with disabilities who had inadequate access to
the education system and the more than one million children with disabilities who
were completely omitted from the education system ("History," 2007). Public

Law 94-124 became the guiding principle for furthering the advances in educating
students with disabilities ("History," 2007).

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), also known as

Education _for All Handicapped Children Act (Public Law 94- I 24), has undergone
many changes since 1975 ("IDEA 2004," n.d.). The reason why there is frequent
updating is to determine how the law plays out in practice, and what needs to be
changed in order for the law to be made more clear, efficient, or effective

2004," n.d.). Ross-Hill (2009) citing O'Dell

&

("IDEA

Schaefer (2005) stated that in the

1980's, parents and advocates for students with disabilities began lobbying for
Congress to issue a mandate that provided their children with a less segregated
and isolated education. As a result, the Individuals with Disabilities Education

Act (1997) passed and reauthorized in 2004. IDEA made it possible for students
with special needs to be educated alongside their non-disabled peers (Ross-Hill,
2009 citing O'Dell & Schaefer, 2005). Because of IDEA, special education
acronyms including FAPE (free appropriate public education), IEP

(individualized education program) and LRE (least restrictive environment), are
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part of the special education system ("IDBA2004," n.d.). These terms and
programs were put in place in order to protect equal access to education for all
students

("IDEA 2A04," n.d.). The current change to IDEA (2004) is that schools

do not have to wait until a child falls considerably behind grade level (called the

discrepancy model) before being eligible for special education services. Instead,
school districts are allowed to find other ways to determine when a child needs
extra help through a process called Response to Intervention ("IDEA 2004," n.d.).

No Child Left Behind Act (200f)
In 2001, President Bush began the process of restructuring the US
education system when he reformed the Elementary and Secondary Education Act

of 1965 (Nagle, Yunker & Malmgren,2006 citing P. L.

107-1 10, Section 1001).

In order for the federal government to close the achievement gap between
disadvantaged and minority students and their peers, President Bush passed the

No Child Left Behind Act fNagle et aI.,2006 citing P.L. 107-l 10, Section l00l).
Bush's reform plan included four principles that resulted in major reforms for
classrooms across the

USA. The Act demanded stronger accountability for

results; expanded flexibility, local control and options for parents; and promoted
research-based teaching methods for teachers (Nagle et a1.,2006). Most

importantly, the NCLB (2001) allowed regular and special education
administrators to see the importance behind the inclusion of students with

disabilities in their current reform on education (Nagle et al., 2006).

It is important to understand the history of how inclusion evolved and
how terms, labels, and functional levels have changed over time. It is also
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imperative to recognize how current legislation affects inclusive practices in the
school environment. Considering there is decades of legislation supporting

inclusion, led me to wonder why inclusion is still a debatable issue in our
education system.

Purpose of this Study

My overriding question going into this study was to gain a deeper
understanding of why including students with disabilities alongside their peers in
an educational setting is

still a debatable issue after all this time. The research

presented in the following chapters focuses on looking at how inclusion is

working at one charter school located in the Twin Cities. School employees were
asked to discuss how inclusion was implemented, identify the benefits

of

inclusion in that setting, and also describe the challenges associated with

inclusion. The purpose of this study was to show an example of what inclusion
looks like in a Midwestern urban elementary school and how other schools can
maintain the implementation of inclusion in their school setting or how to start the
implementation of inclusion in their school's setting.
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Chapter

2

Literature Revlew

How to best serve the needs of students with disabilities has been debated
for decades (Connor & Ferri, 2007). This review of the literature provides a
glimpse into the continuous debate surrounding how to best serve the needs
students with disabilities in an inclusive setting. This literature review

of

will focus

in better understanding: 1) the outcomes of inclusion programs with specific
attention to the perspectives of teachers' attitudes and beliefs, professional
development, collaboration, and co-teaching, 2) the perspectives of other key
actors in inclusion programming: principals and parents, 3) research related to

future pre-service requirements for teachers.

Implementin g Inclusion
The implementation of any program involving systematic or structural
change is a complicated process. The implementation of an inclusion program is

no different. One of the major challenges associated with establishing such a
program is ensuring that educators are not only willing, but engaged and
knowledgeable, participants in the process. Another challenge is providing
necessary resources for teachers to be successful in inclusive settings (Downing,
Spencer,

& Cavallaro, 2004). Furthermore, implementing inclusive practices

be a very slow moving process and this is especially true

if

teachers are not

adequately supported. Shady, Luther, & Richman (2013) stated "...teachers
cannot simply be told to teach in an inclusive settings without support and
guidance (p. I 87))'

I

can

There are many challenges to implementing inclusive education in

schools. One, districts need to monitor progress and support each program in
specific ways. They must constantly review data, provide professional
development and additional support to teachers, and celebrate inclusion initiatives
across the district and community (DeMatthews

& Mawhinney, 2013; Idol, 2006).

Two, there has been minimal consideration paid to structural inequalities that may
be present

in school and district placement procedures that must be addressed

(DeMatthews & Mawhinney,20l3). Three, the district needs to create an
accountability plan related to special education for school leaders, have a data
system to track special education problems, and develop policies to monitor and
oversee placement decisions (DeMatthews

& Mawhinney, 2013). Four, it has

been shown that district administrators often have minimal education related to

the legal and frnancial considerations associated with implementing inclusion

(DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2013). The legal implications of placement
decisions and resource distribute has also received little attention (DeMatthews &

Mawhinney,2013). Additional consequences of administrators'lack of education
include little support for schools or teachers and weak monitoring of how the IEP
team makes placement decisions (DeMatthews

& Mawhinney, 2013). This

decision making process can be risky. We do not want to just replace one system

of segregation with another, by moving the student with special education needs
to a full-time, self-contained program isolated from the rest of the school that is
located at a neighborhood school (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2013). Creating
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an inclusive school environment involves many stakeholders, knowledge of how

to implement inclusive practices, and accountability.
Research shows that even

if teachers

have training on inclusive practices

and have access to resources, many are still hesitant to move forward with the

implementation process (Shady et al., 2013). Lack of training and teacher
hesitancy are two major hurdles that must be overcome for inclusion programs to
be implemented and effective. In a S-year case study focused on the systemic
change that occurred in one school district as it implemented inclusive

programming, Ryndak et al. (Z}Il)identified several variables that were crucial
to facilitating maintainable change, including:

. Participants must share a common vision for inclusion and its outcomes.
Several different efforts and activities could cause conflict, resulting in
confusion and frustration among personnel.
. Participants must share a common understanding that systemic change is
a process and that it can take years. It must be constant and coordinated
and requires different levels of commitment throughout the years.

. Systemic change requires individuals to be adaptable. Therefore, the
district and its schools must develop and implement services that will
match to the common vision and support teachers throughout the process.

. Systemic

change needs to include at least one person from each
constituent group (e.g., administrative personnel, support staff, parents,
instructional staff, and related services) to serve on school and district task
forces. It is essential that all key voices and perspectives are represented
in the process.

. Since there are many participants (e.g., administrative personnel, support
staff, parents, instructional staff, and related services) involved in the
implementation of inclusion, the district needs to establish a
communication system that notifies all participants of the changes being
implemented throughout the process.

. In

it is important that district and
school personnel consult "Critical Friends" for feedback, reflection, and
areas that require additional expertise,
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strategic planning. A Critical Friend is an outside relationship (someone
or a group of people who do not work for the district) who provides
objective feedback about how the district and/or school are doing with
respect to implementing inclusion services.
The scholars' research suggests there is no prescribed process for successfully

implementing inclusion. Instead, their work argues that in order for inclusion to
be successful,

it is imperative that participants are flexible and willing to promote

change and that the aforementioned variables are taken into consideration.

Approaches to implementing inclusion must be flexible because each
school setting has different students with their own unique set of strengths and
challenges and unique teacher populations (Watnick

&

Sacks, 2006). According

to Leatherrnan (2009), inclusive programs are successful for both students and
teachers when they include creative scheduling, planned collaboration time, and

team-teaching. This is further evidenced by the work Hang & Rabren (2009),
whose examination of co-teaching in inclusive programs identified similar factors
Leatherman (2009) mentions as central to program success. The duo's research
reinforced the fact that special education and general education teachers felt
students received satisfactory support through the co-teaching model

(Leatherman, 2009). Similarly, teachers in inclusive settings appreciate a
common weekly planning schedule and being able to have plentiful planning
sessions that includes academic content, classroom issues, and evaluations

(Leatherman, 2009).
Successful implementation of inclusion programs requires input from a

variety of stakeholders including parents, teachers, students, administrators, and
community member (Downing et al., 2004; Ryndak et al., 2007; Bentley, 2008;

1,1

Augfisg Collogo Ubmry

Leyser & Kirk, 2004; Ferguson, Hanreddy, & Draxton, 2011). Having a variety

of stakeholders ensures that multiple viewpoints of inclusion are being assessed
and addressed. Each stakeholder may hold different understandings of what the

common vision of inclusion looks like (Ryndak et al., 2007). This could cause
confusion later when implementing inclusion. In order for systemic change to be

effective, there needs to be a common foundation of understanding from each
stakeholder of what inclusion is in that school setting (Ryndak et al., 2007).

According to Downing et al. (2004), parent involvement (e.g. committee work,
supervising students, and fund-raising) is one of the elements that made that

inclusive school a success. The "buy-in" from administration, teachers, the
community, and students has also been identified as an important element to
successful inclusion programs (Watnick

&

Sacks, 2006). When key stakeholders

do not agree on what inclusion looks like in their school environment, it

will most

likely not work and inclusion will fail.
Results of a20l
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study by Ferguson et al. focused on student opinions

regarding teacher improvement. The researchers identified several growth areas

for teachers working in inclusive settings. Students indicated that in order for
inclusive classrooms to be more effective learning spaces, students need to be
taught how to be empathetic and treat one another with respect (Ferguson et al.,

2011). Students also indicated a desire for teacher improvement: in the areas
creating a positive classroom climate, providing opportunities for students to
express themselves, and building relationships with students that include feedback

(Ferguson et al., 201 1).
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Blecker & Boakes (2010) stated that teachers support the idea that
children with disabilities benefit from relations with their non-disabled peers.
General education students start to gain an appreciation for other students unlike
themselves and become advocates for students with disabilities (Griffin, Jones, &

Kilgore, 2007). Similarly, inclusion has shown benefits such as acceptance of the
diversity of students and student achievements (Downing et a1.,2004). A study
that explored a lived experience with one student with severe disabilities showed
her peers being creative and flexible with their ideas of ways to include her in the

classroom instruction (Bentley, 2008). Her peers both with and without

disabilities were able to accommodate, assimilate, appreciate, and engage as an
interactive partner as well as being able to invite and expand her presence in a

variety of social roles and gave positive meaning to her differences (Bentley,

2008). Inclusion not only has positive effects on students, teachers have also
noticed that the quality of their teaching improves. (Griffin et a1., 2007).
The implementation of inclusion is a complex, and one that takes time.
There are several critical factors that need to be considered when implementing

inclusion: monitoring progress of the inclusive program, providing trainings for
teachers in inclusive practices,

flexibly from those involved in implementing

inclusive practices, and listening to input from all stakeholders. Importantly,
educators have to be

willing, engaged and knowledgeable, participants in the

process, and receive the time and resources needed to make inclusion work.

Teacher Attitudes and Beliefs ahout Inclusion
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Some special educators do not see special education as an integral part

of

general education. Instead, they see it as a separate program within the school

(Blecker & Boakes,20l0). Students receiving special education services are
taught only by special education teachers and the general education students are

only taught by the general education teachers. There needs to be a mutual
appreciation and respect for all involved teachers' contributions (Leatherman,

2009). It is not rare to find that some special education teachers working with
veteran general education teachers felt more like a visitor in the classroom rather
than an equal contributor in the classroom (Leatherman, 2009). Similarly, general
education teachers often felt special education teachers were not doing their
allotted tasks (Leatherman, 2009). According to Idol (2006), very few educators

participating in her study believed that self-contained classrooms are ideal
learning environments for students with disabilities. Rather, respondents
indicated that more and more educators are moving towards favoring the

inclusion of students with disabilities.

While it is obvious that all teachers play important roles in implementing
inclusion, there is not a significant amount of research that explores their opinions
and experiences with inclusion. de Boer, Prjl,

& Minnaert (2011) provided

a

thorough review of existing literature that significantly informs discussions about

this important topic. de Boer and his colleagues found that there are three factors
related to positive teacher attitudes towards inclusion: experience with inclusive
education, training in special needs education, and knowledge of disability
categories (2011). Teachers who had training on inclusive education and had
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experience with inclusive education held a more positive attitude towards

inclusion practices than teachers with less experience with inclusive education
and that received less training on inclusion (de Boer et a1.,2011). "Teachers with

fewer years of teaching experience also hold more positive attitudes towards

inclusive education than teachers who have multiple years of teaching experience
(de Boer et al., 2011, p.

348)." The researchers suggested that some teachers with

many years of experience grow stale in their profession and therefore may find it

difficult to educate students with disabilities (de Boer et a1.,2011). Lalvani's
research supports this assertion. Lalvani (2013) citing Cook, et al. (2000), argues

it is valuable to build understanding of student disability categories and
characteristics in teacher education programs. If programs do not provide

information about disabilities and strategies, teachers and their students will suffer
(Lalvani, 2013). Lalvani (2013) referring to Oyler & Hamre's research (2006)
stated:

Most teachers, having had few meaningful relationships with persons with
disabilities, lack awareness of their own complicity in perpetuating
oppressive educational practices and ahleism in schools and, like most
non-disabled people, consider their own able-bodied status the noffn.

Attending to teacher dispositions has an important place in teacher
education; unexamined beliefs may remain latent and later present

stumbling blocks to creating inclusive classrooms (p. l6-17).
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There is a need in both special education and general education teacher
preparation programs to have more training and experience in coordination and

collaborative design and delivery (Dingle, Falvey, Givner, & Haager, 2004).
Teaching the competencies in coursework and supporting them in

fieldwork and practicum experiences in inclusive general education
classrooms in the teacher education program would ensure that the
essential knowledge and skills for inclusive education are addressed in the

professional preparation of both general and special education teacher
candidates (Dingle et a1.,2004, p. 48).
Research indicates that teachers with negative opinions or who were

undecided in their beliefs about inclusive education would rate themselves as not
being knowledgeable about educating students with special education needs and
be more likely to indicate they did not feel competent or very confident in

teaching students with special education needs (de Boer et a1.,2011). Some
special education teachers would rather stick with the system of exclusion than

inclusion (Lalvani , 2013). On the other hand, we also know that many teachers
feel inclusive classrooms are the best places for both teachers and children

(Leatherman,2007). The teachers with inclusive experiences and those that
learned more about their students with disabilities felt they became at teaching

(Leatherman, 2007). Students with disabilities increased interactions with general
education students when in classrooms led by those teachers who viewed full

inclusion from a positive perspective (Watnick & Sacks,2006). There is
significant evidence to suggest teacher training programs that incorporate
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instruction on inclusive teaching models create teachers who can effectively teach

all students. Indeed, a significant challenge to implementing inclusion is
providing training and professional development for more experienced teachers
for whom inclusion challenges their more traditional models of instruction.
Regardless of experience level, teachers have definite opinions about what
types of disabilities are best served in inclusive classrooms. The research of de

Boer et al. (2011) confirms what many people speculate: when comparing special
education students to their typically developed peers, teachers are more likely to
reject those who require additional support. Teachers felt more positive about

including students with physical disabilities and sensory impairments, but held a
more negative attitude about including students with learning disabilities,

AD/HD, and other behavior problems (de Boer et al., 2011). Lalvani (2013)
provides similar evidence in her work, which suggests that some general
education and special education teachers felt that inclusive education was

impractical for students with severe disabilities, multiple disabilities, cognitive
impairments, and those students' with labels such as autism and students' with

low IQ scores.
Professional Development
Professional development is another crucial component of effective

inclusive programs. Both general education teachers and special education
teachers must have access to quality professional development opportunities that
are based on best practice approaches to inclusion. Professional development

must be high quality, meet the varied needs of all participating teachers, and
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motivate them to be fully engaged with and committed to inclusive teaching.
Educators need to be shown best inclusive teaching practices through
developmental seminars, workshops, and informative sessions. They must also
have opportunities to learn how to co-teach and work with other staff together in
one classroom (Shady et a1.,2013).

Harriott (2004) identified three types of trainings that were most often
included in state in-service trainings focused on inclusion: collaboration and

teamwork, instructional accommodations and adaptations, and instructional
methods and strategies. Districts considering adopting inclusion that provided
general education teachers with multiple in-service trainings experienced
increased support for programming.

It is important for teachers to be provided

training and resources to help properly service students with disabilities (Cook,

2004). Following these professional development sessions, many general
education teachers agreed they felt confident to teach students with special needs

in inclusion classrooms (Ross-HilI,2009; de Boer et a1.,2011;Hang & Rabren,
2009). In addition, some educators that were provided with professional
development that focused on inclusive practices felt more knowledgeable about

inclusive practices, but still had a less than favorable opinion of inclusive
practices (Shady et al., 2013). Even though these educators felt better prepared to
teach in an inclusive setting, they were less eager about the benefits inclusion

offered to students with disabilities (Shady, et a1.,2013). This could be because
teachers needed more experience teaching in the inclusive environment.

imperative that educators who work in inclusive schools receive frequent
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It is also

professional development focused on trends and best practices in both special and
general education and be continually informed of inclusion programs (Shady et

aL.,2013). In both new and experienced inclusion settings, it is beneficial to have

follow-up trainings to

see

how professional development translated into practice

(Harriott, 2004).
Downing et al.'s (2004) research concluded that one of the primary
challenges for schools includes the need for more

training. This is further

supported by Dingle et al. (2004):

General education teachers often fear that inclusion requires them to have
specialized knowledge and skills that they do not possess.

"I don't

have

the training to teach those students" is the common sentiment of general

education teachers considering an inclusive model fu. a7).

As more and more special educators move into the inclusive setting, special
education teachers have to continue to learn about assessments, procedural
matters, legal foundations, and specialized knowledge about disabilities (Dingle et
al., 2004).

An additional, and important, topic to consider is the issue of providing
growth opportunities for students, both with and without disabilities, who are in
inclusive classrooms. This is especially true if inclusion practices are new to that
school (Harriott, 2004).
Students without disabilities should receive training on topics such as peer

tutoring and communication skills. Students with disabilities should
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attend trainings on self-advocacy and dealing with fears/expectations

regarding their new classroom placements (Harriott, 2004, p. 98).

Collaboration
"Collaboration is at the heart of the process of building inclusive school
communities (Curcic, Gabel, Zeitlin, Cribaro-DiFatta, & Glarner,20l 1, p. 131)."
There are many people, such as the principal, teachers, administrators, students,
and members of the boards of education, whose voices shape the building

of

inclusive communities within schools (Curcic et a1.,2011). It is important for
these voices to be present and heard because they are responsible for meeting the
needs of students with disabilities in the classroom and in the community

(Leatherman, 2009).
Teachers are expected to be good collaborators. In order for inclusion to

work, collaboration among entire staff needs to be strengthened. Special
educators are expected to be skilled in implementing collaborative relationships,

creating and communicating complex assessments, designing and applying

individualized programs, and supervising other professionals such as para
educators (Dingle et al., 2004). They also collaborate with classroom teachers,

administrators, therapists, and other school staff to help meet the needs of their
students who have disabilities (Leatherman, 2007).

Administrators are an integral part of creating an inclusive environment

for students with disabilities, by providing support for collaborative efforts
(Alquraini & Gut, 2012). Administrators can facilitate the necessary meeting
time of collaborative teams by allowing flexible scheduling and providing time
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for collaboration (Alquraini & Gut, 2012). In order for inclusive practices to be
successful, there needs to be a time where general education teacher(s), special

education teacher(s), and instructional assistant(s) can meet to collaborate with
one another (Leatherman, 2009; Blecker

& Boakes, 2010). Administrators

can

make this happen by setting aside time for general and special education teachers,
and instructional assistants to meet to collaborate with each other. There is a need

for continued professional development in the area of collaboration with other
staff along with skill training that focuses on developing interest centers, learning
contracts, scaffold lessons, and performance-based assessment strategies (Blecker

& Boakes,2010).

These important features of collaboration should be considered

when creating a successful inclusive environment for students with severe

disabilities (Alquraini & Gut, 2012).
Co-Teaching
Academically, students with disabilities who had been co-taught for one
year had increased scores in reading and math than they did before being co-

taught (Hang & Rabren, 2009). In the inclusive environment, the special
education and general education teacher are responsible for instructing all
students (Smith

& Leonard, 2005).

One way to effectively do this is with co-

teaching. Hang & Rabren (2009) citing Cook & Friend (1995) define co-teaching
as when

two or more professionals (e.g. a special education teacher and a general

education teacher) instruct a blended group of students with and without

disabilities in the same classroom. Leatherman (2009) describes these roles using
the following words:
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The general education teachers have expertise in grade-level curriculum,
and the special education teachers have expertise in the adaptations and

organizational skills for different disabilities of the different students (p.
l ee).

Research supports the co-teaching model. According to Hang

& Rabren (2009) in

order for co-teaching to be successful, it is important for the involved teachers to
have the same weekly planning schedule during school hours, and that the

comprehensive planning include content, evaluations, other classroom issues such
as behavior management, and

clarifications of responsibilities among teachers.

Other Key Actors: Principals and Parents
Just like teachers, principals have to share in the same inclusive vision.

Principals must also have a very clear understanding of the different types

of

inclusion and what those models look like (Salisbury, 2006) and be the primary
authority on and champion of inclusion for their school. Advancing inclusive
education reform at the local level requires a combination of the "do what it
takes" attitude, collaborative decision-making, inclusive language, and a

philosophical commitment to inclusion (Salisbury, 2006). Principals must take
the reins in pushing forward this

reform. Salisbury (2006) stated "It is how the

leadership in the schools chose to view inclusive education that affected how
much was accomplished (p'.79)." Some principals might see inclusive education
as an agenda

for reform and other principals might see inclusive education as a

compliance issue with least restrict environment (LRE) requirements (Salisbury,

2006). Of concern is the fact that some principals have not agreed with inclusive
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practices because of the lack of financial support and training provided by the

district (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2013).
Another key group of stakeholders are parents and guardians. A study
conducted by Leyser and Kirk found that three decades after the implementation

of inclusive programs in the United States, a majority of parents supported
inclusion/mainstreaming from philosophical and legal standpoints (2004).
Parents recognized two main benefits of inclusion: the potential for social and

emotional outcomes for their children with disabilities, and the positive effects

of

inclusion had on classmates who may become more accepting and sensitive to
individual differences (Leyser & Kirk, 2004).
However, parents of children with disabilities are not always aware

of

what inclusive practices are and if their child is learning in an inclusive

environment. About one-third of parents reported that they did not know whether
or not their child was mainstreamed (Leyser & Kirk,2004). The same study
reported that parents who had the least amount of information about their child's
placement expressed had the most supportive attitude compared to parents who
knew their children were included or mainstreamed (Leyser & Kirk, 2004).
There are parents who are still worried about what inclusion looks like for

their children. Some parents expressed concern as to how inclusion might hurt
their child emotionally or indicated their worry that he/she could become socially
isolated (Leyser & Kirk, 2004). Additionally, some parents are concerned about
the quality of education and the chance of the loss of needed services in the

inclusion environment for their children with disabilities (Leyser & Kirk, 2004).
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Many parents express concern about the quality of instructional skills of general
education teachers' and the availability of time for their special education students
(Leyser & Kirk,2004). These parents were also of the opinion that special
education teachers were more capable than general education teachers of

instructing students with special needs (Leyser & Kirk, 2004).
As parents become more vocal, experienced and knowledgeable
participants in conversations about inclusion, they are increasingly shaping the
future of inclusive learning. Families and caretakers are strongly advocating for
improvements in the effectiveness and quality of inclusive education programs as
a result

of evidence-based research focused on the social, emotional, and

academic advantages that inclusive programs provide for students with severe

disabilities (Alquraini & Gut, 2012).

Preparing Teachers for Inclusive Classrooms: What can Colleges do?
Many people, including teachers have anxiety and fear of the unknown.
According to Shady et

aL.

(2013), educators often hold negative opinions of new

initiatives, attributed to their lack of understanding and fear of the unknown.

If

educators and future educators learned more about inclusive practices in their pre-

service learning environments or in their early careers, their attitudes towards

inclusive practices may be more positive (Shady et al., 2013).
Special education departments and college of education programs should
consider changing the training of pre-service teachers in order to address the
importance of inclusion and include effective practice and experience methods
that develop teachers who specialize in inclusive instruction (Alquraini & Gut,
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2012). Dingle et al.'s 2004 study indicated the need for a more coordinated and
collaborative effort in creating and delivering teacher education programs.
Teaching the competencies in coursework and supporting them in

fieldwork and practicum experiences in inclusive general education
classrooms in the teacher education program would ensure that the
essential knowledge and skills for inclusive education are addressed in the

professional preparation of both general and special education teacher
candidates (Dingle et al., p. 48).
One recommendation that has emerged from Leatherman's work is to have
a special education teacher and general education teacher who successfully

collaborated in inclusive settings speak to a college class to provide their own
experiences of collaboration (2009). Leatherman also recommended that a

principal of an inclusive school should also speak to college students to share his
or her ideas of how to make collaboration work an inclusive school setting (2009).

Additionally, training focused on building better understanding of the
perspectives of families of students with disabilities and learning strategies that
promote communication and collaboration with parents should be offered to
teachers at both the pre-service and in-service levels (Leyser

& Kirk,

2004).

Inclusion is not easy for districts and schools to implement, but it is also
not impossible. With consistent dedication to improving services and outcomes
for all students, ongoing collaborative interactions between district and school
personnel, and utilizing expertise in targeted areas, sustainable systemic change
can occur (Ryndak et al., 2007). This chapter focused on the outcomes
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of

inclusion programs with specific attention to the perspectives of teachers'
attitudes and beliefs, professional development, collaboration, and co-teaching. It
also included examination of the perspectives of principals and parents and
research related to future pre-service requirements for teachers.
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Chapter 3
Methodology

Project Description
Understanding how inclusion is implemented in charter school
environments requires detailed research with'substantial data collection. The
most effective approach to studying the process of implementing inclusion is
through action research. Action research is a systemic investigation coordinated
by anyone who is a part of the school environment, including teachers,
counselors, principals, other school employees who actively research and collect

information about how their particular school works, how they teach, and how

well their students learn (Mills, 2014). Mills has suggested that action research is
a process comprised

of four steps: identify an area of focus, collect data, analyze

and interpret data, and develop an action plan (2014). The researcher may choose
a

qualitative or quantitative approach (or a combination of the two) to collecting

and analyzing data. The end result of an action research project typically involves
the researcher gaining more insight, creating a reflective practice, building

positive changes in the school environment, and enhancing student outcomes

(Mills, 2014).
For my project, I chose to focus on qualitative research methods. Mills
(2014) identified a number of data sources for qualitative research, including field
notes, recordings (video and/or audio), journals, interviews, and questionnaires.

As a teacher working in a charter school that is implementing inclusion, I had an
excellent opportunity to use my experience to collect data using these methods.
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My primary method of data collection was the interview. Using the qualitative
method of face-to-face structured formal interviews, my project investigated how

inclusion is implemented and structured in a charter school from the perspective
of its principal and teachers.
The interviews conducted to inform this research focused on specific
aspects of the implementation of inclusion practices. Specifically, questions

attempted to address the successes and challenges participants faced when

working in an inclusion setting and how they believe inclusion practices could
improve. Two special education teachers, one general education teacher, and the
principal from an elementary charter school were chosen and agreed to participate
in this project. My initial direction for this project was to interview special and
general education teachers from a charter and public inclusive school setting.

Unfortunately, I was unable to obtain consent from the public school teachers and
had to adjust who I was interviewing. I was able to interview one special

education teacher, one special education coordinator/special education teacher,
one general education teacher, and one executive directoriprincipal from the

charter school. I created a list of open-ended questions used for the interviews.
Some of the questions were modified depending on the position the participant

held at the time of the interview.

Data Collection and Analysis
Data was collected through structured formal interviews. The interviews

took place in February and March af 2014. Each interview took between 20 and
30 minutes. Three interviews were conducted face-to-face and the fourth
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interview was conducted over the phone and was audio recorded using a
recording program.

All interviews were audio recorded and transcribed.

Once

the recordings were transcribed, the author looked for themes from the data.

Mills (2014) suggests when looking for themes,

a researcher should

first identiff

the big picture and then look for themes that surface from the collected data. The

transcriptions of this study were read, organized, and analyzed with close
attention to certain words, phrases, participants' way of thinking, and other pieces

of information that stood out (Bogdan & Biklen,1992). Grounded theory was
used to help analyze the data of this

study. Glasser & Strauss (1967) define

grounded theory as developing theory from research and data that provides us

with'orelevant predictions, explanations, interpretations and applications."

Interuiews and Participant Selection

All

the participants currently work at the same elementary charter school,

which is located in the Twin Cities. Names of the participants and school have
been changed. Interviewees' biographical information is kept to a minimum and

intentionally does not include any unique identifying information.
Haley:
Haley is the co-founder of the charter school and has served as its
Executive Director since the school opened. Haley holds bachelor's degrees in
elementary education and Spanish and a master's degree in teaching and learning.
She received her K-12

principal's license, has completed the coursework required

for her K-12 superintendent's license, and is in the process of completing her
doctorate in education. Since the school started, Haley has collaborated with staff
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to develop an approach to educating children that has resulted in significant gains
on statewide standardized testing. The school's approach to educating students
focuses on nurturing the whole child by providing data-based differentiated

instruction, developing strong relationships with families and the surrounding
community, promoting character and ethics education, and offering extended
learning opportunities.
Genevieve:
Genevieve is the school's special education coordinator and has held this

position for the last eight years. Since starting at the charter school, Genevieve
has taught special education students in

pull-out small groups, one-on-one, and

co-taught a small group with an English Language teacher (ELL teacher).

Currently, she teaches students one-on-one and coordinates the special education

program. Before teaching at the charter school, Genevieve taught special
education language arts, math, and science classes at a traditional high school in
the Twin Cities area. Most of the students served at the high school were labeled

with learning disabilities and/or emotional/behavioral disorders. Genevieve holds
a bachelor's degree

in special education and is licensed in learning disabilities,

emotional/behavioral disorders, and elementary education.

Beatrice:
Beatrice is a special education teacher who has taught at the charter school

for one year. Before starting at the charter school, Beatrice worked for a large
Midwestern Urban School District. She has also taught special education in

California. Beatrice holds a bachelor's degree in social science and
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a master's

in

special education. Beatrice has taught students with several different types

of

disabilities including developmental cognitive delay, learning disabilities, and
emoti onalibehavioral di sorders.

Samantha:
Samantha is a general education teacher and has worked at the charter

school for six years, where she has taught fourth and fifth grade. Before working
at the charter school, Samantha worked as a substitute teacher at a

K-8 private

school in the Twin Cities area. This school did not have a special education

department. Samantha holds a bachelor of arts in elementary education with a
minor in science. She is currently finishing her master's in special education.

Charter School's Inclusion Program
The charter school's special education program is a Federal Level

setting. In Level

I

1

settings, students who have Individual Education Plans (IEP)

are away from their peers less than 21% of the school

duy. Students at the charter

school are pulled from general education classrooms for one-on-one or small
group services in writing, math, and reading. Students may also be pulled for
social skill, speech/language, and occupational services. Students spend the
remainder of their day in general education classrooms with their peers. Some
students have a one-on-one support staff when they are in the general education

classroom. Variations of inclusion programming have been in place since the
school opened l2 years ago.
The implementation of inclusion practices have been the focus of research
projects for over forty years. This particular project attempts to understand how
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inclusion is implemented in a charter school

-

a

topic for which there is minimal

research. By using structured formal interviews and grounded theory along with

qualitative research approaches, this project provides critical insight regarding
teacher and administrator perspectives on the implementation of inclusion in one
school.
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Chapter 4
Findings

This chapter discusses the findings from the participant interviews
described in the previous chapter. The findings presented document how one

school has utilized inclusive instruction in its classrooms. The administrator and
teachers who participated in this research project provided insightful information.

Three significant themes emerged after careful analysis of the interview
transcripts: sharing a common vision; having access to trainings and professional
development; and being sensitive and supportive to scheduling needs for lesson
planning, co-teaching, and pull-out lessons. The chapter is organized around
these themes.

Sharing a Common Vision
Imp

Ie ment

ation of I n c I us io n

In order for inclusion to work in an educational setting, there needs to be a
common vision of what it looks like. The special education team and

administration must be the main people responsible for creating and planning
what inclusion looks like for their unique school population. Their common

vision is part of the foundation for how educational services should be delivered
to students with disabilities who have IEPs. Beatrice, a special education teacher,
had the following to say about balancing student needs when planning for

inclusive teaching:
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It is always

a

catch. I do not think that inclusion should be 100% because

I do not know how kids with special needs would get their needs met if it
was 100%. I think that it is great for the kids to be able to be with their
classmates during that instructional time so they can get access to the

content and to see what other kids are doing, but then also have a person in
there to support them without needing to be pulled out and maybe feeling

excluded or embarrassed. It depends honestly on the disability and it
depends on the activity.

The school's director, Haley, agreed with Beatrice about the importance

of

opportunities for pull out instruction. Still, she stressed that she sees great value

in inclusive teaching and learning.
We have believed at this school for a long time that inclusion is best way

to go but not to say we are 100% inclusion or 100% pull out because we
know that different kids need different things. It is a combination of what
the kid needs, what are their goals, what does the structure allow

for. Kids

need to have that exposure to their grade level standards, whether they are
there or not, they need to be exposed to them and have experiences with

them. Otherwise they are just going to get further and further behind.
Both Beatrice and Haley stressed that understanding students' needs is critical to
ensuring students spend as much time as possible in the general education setting,
yet have access to pull out instruction as needed to ensure they are adequately

supported. Their shared commitment to a model of inclusion that allows for pull
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out instruction as deemed necessary by special education program staff provides
the program's foundation.
Once the special education team and administration have come to an
agreement of what inclusion

will look like, their vision

needs to be shared

with

general education teachers and other staff members. Participants expressed the
importance of having everyone "on the same page" when it comes to

implementing inclusion in a way that ensures students with disabilities receive
appropriate services in general education settings. Haley suggests:

I think first and foremost we need to have that discussion as a special
education team and just really be on the same page within the team and the

department. We just need to kind of come together on that and make sure
we solidify what our vision is around that and then roll that out to the
teachers and say ok this is how we see this model working in our school
and at this

time. Now that could change depending on who our kids are

and what the needs are, but I think first and foremost that vision needs to
be developed.
Samantha also saw great value in ensuring all staff understood the

vision.

She

shared her experience of co-teaching with a special education teacher during the

2013-2014 school year and suggested she knew their approach to inclusion

worked because they had a shared understanding of and commitment to the
school's vision for inclusion. At the same time, she recognized it might be
challenging to work with a teacher who did not share that vision.
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The special education teacher I co-taught with is open to coming into the
classroom and planning things with us, but I am not sure if other [general
or special education] teachers will be open to co-teaching in the future.

And so I think it comes into that buy-in that everyone needs to be on the
same page

with

it. If that is not there, then it's just not going to happen.

Understanding the expectations for both teachers and students is vital to a
successful inclusion program. Genevieve stressed the importance of clearly

articulating the school's vision for inclusion so that roles are established and
respected. "That way the teachers are on the same page and know exactly what to
expect of each other and the students and all that." The school's vision

of

inclusion needs to be shared amongst all who are responsible for implementing
the program. When the vision is not thoroughly developed, defined, and shared

with everyone working in an inclusive setting, it is likely that multiple conflicting
views will result in a chaotic atmosphere that causes tension amongst staff and
might ultimately impede student learning.
Genevieve described a co-teaching experience she had while working with
another educator who had different views of what inclusion looked like:

Having two teachers that have totally different teaching styles or
philosophy that just cannot get it together or see eye to eye, I just do not

think it works. If you do not have people who share the same philosophy
of inclusion or are not willing to be open to it, it just will not work. At
least from what I have experienced.
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Beatrice also shared a difficult experience she had working with a teacher who
was not

willing to collaborate. The school's administration had not clearly

described their vision for inclusion and the role of special education teachers in

the classroom.

I had only one really negative experience and that was with a science
teacher in Califomia and she absolutely refused to collaborate. She

absolutely refused to do anything including modifying assignments. She
had the expectation that regardless of disability they have to do the work.

The charter school's executive director has thought extensively about the impact

of weak co-planning relationships. She reflected on the importance of ensuring a
shared vision of inclusion

for building solid co-planning relationships.

I think the best thing for the inclusive model is when the special education
teachers, general ed, RTI, whatever, can kind of be in the classroom and

sit down and plan and meet. I know that is not always possible because of
schedules, so, you know,

it's gotten better because we have gotten, you

know, isolate the teachers to certain grade levels that seems to be more
helpful because I think they will be more supportive of the inclusive
model once we kind of agree on what our model is and what we decided
and then having more accountability there.

It allows people to be

successful and stay on point.

Districts and schools need to develop, define, share, and enforce their
vision for what inclusion looks like in their specific education environment.
When that is done, educators and students will understand what is expected
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of

them in terms of academics and behaviors. Having a common vision of what

inclusion looks like leaves little to no intemrption of what inclusion looks like in
that school environment. This will allow both teachers and students to be
successful in their classrooms.

ClariJication of Roles
Teachers need to understand their roles when working in an inclusive

environment. Teachers also need to understand the roles of each other within the
general eiducation classroom environment. Genevieve gave an example of the

struggle to determine roles during a co-teaching, inclusive experience that was
new to both teachers:
[We had trouble...] making the best use of two people in the classroom so
one does not feel like an aide, which is what I totally felt like when I was

doing the inclusion in the high school setting. [Administrators] were like,
okay, you are doing inclusion in

the

earth science class and...there was

nothing. No training with me, no training with the gen ed teacher, we
were both new. So it was basically I went in there and I was an aide for
the 4 or 5 LD

kids. I just

sat back while he did his lesson and then

helped the kids afterwards. So I was just kind

ol

I

I did not feel utilized

as

much as I could have been.
Samantha shared her perception of what a special education teacher might feel

when teaching in a general education classroom where roles have not been
established:

I think sometimes the special education teacher maybe feels kind of stuck
at the back table watching a lesson and then helping out when needed. I
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want the special education teacher to feel as an equal in the classroom. So

just trying to develop that relationship and making that happen.
Again this goes back to 'omaking sure everybody is on the same page." There
needs to be a clear understanding between staff about who is doing what and what

that looks like. When special education and general education teachers
understand their roles, they can maximize their planning time, resources, and each

teacher's unique skillsets and knowledge base to create well-developed lesson
plans that target all students' needs.

Trainings and Professional Development
As educators, it is our job to stay up-to-date on cuffent research, new
curricula, innovative teaching strategies, and current technology tools that benefit
students. Once a school's leadership has determined their vision for inclusion, it
is crucial that they hold professional development opportunities for all staff.

This project's participants were asked what trainings or professional
development they had on inclusive practices. It was surprising to find that many

of the participants have not had trainings specific to inclusive practices, let alone
trainings about current research on inclusion. This is contradictory to current
research, which recommends that schools that implement inclusive models

should not only have inclusive trainings for all staff , but those trainings should
be continually offered in order to keep up with current research practices and

theories (should cite when make such a statement). Genevieve expressed concern
regarding the future of the school's inclusion program due to the lack of training:
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"l think

the lack of training on how to do it is the biggest problem [at our school].

I do not think it will work if people are not trained."
The lack of training opportunities for school employees might be
explained by the director's own lack of professional development related to

inclusion. She had the following to say about her trainings on inclusion practices:

"I

it has

have not gone to specific inclusive classroom or special ed training lately,

just been kind of over time at different conferences, not special education
specific."
While the school's professional development schedule has not included
opportunities for trainings on inclusive teaching as it relates to the school's status
as a Federal

Level

I setting, the administration has provided

teachers with time to

collaborate with other teachers who have had co-teaching experience.
The participants in this study identified a need for trainings focused on coteaching, school-wide academic and behavioral strategies, and methods for
adapting instruction to meet different student needs.

All of the participants

agreed

these topics are central to teaching in an inclusive environment. Genevieve

described a training the charter school had a few years ago: "SIOP training,
an

it is

ELL strategy all about co-planning, co-teaching, co-assessing, co-reflecting,

which was helpful. Making the best use of two people in the classroom so one
teacher does not feel like an

aide." Samantha explained her rationale

attending conferences about inclusive practices is important:

as

to why

"I have gone to

some conferences that were not special education conferences but they talked

about inclusive classroom models. How much more powerful your teaching can
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be

if everybody is on the same

page and working towards the same

goal." Haley

also stated that about five years ago, trainings on co-teaching were offered.

Experts come to the school to teach the staff about co-teaching and co-teaching

techniques. "It has been a long time since we have done a lot on co-teaching.

Like I have said, we brought people in to talk about co-teaching and have done
trainings for years around that." Analysis of the interviews indicates there is a
need for more training and professional development around inclusive practices

that include what the co-teaching model looks like.

Scheduling Planning Sessions

In inclusive settings, teachers are not just working with their own grade
level team, they are also working with teachers and staff outside of their team.
This is especially true for special education teachers. This means that creating a
schedule can be challenging.

It is important to

set these schedules at the

beginning of year. It is also important to understand that as the school year
progresses that schedules may change based on the student's needs. The school's

director reflected on the importance of finding time for staff from the many
different departments to plan.

It can be challenging sometimes for special

ed because there is only a few

[of them] and there are many students. You kind of have to cover

multiple grades so that can be hard. I think the best thing for the inclusive
model is when the special education teachers, general ed, RTI, whatever,
can kind of be in the classroom and sit down and plan.
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When creating a schedule in inclusive environments, special education and
general education teachers should set aside time for planning lessons, co-teaching
lessons, and pull-out services for their students. Haley shared how the charter

school plans schedules in the beginning of the school year:

Every year at the beginning of the year we spend some time talking
through expectations of your team and who is going to do what. Making
sure that everyone is on the same page. For special education teachers

making the time, making sure that if you are covering multiple grades are

you really able to be at the planning sessions.
Setting these expectations at the beginning of the year is important because
everyone understands what is expected of them so as to avoid confusion. It is also

important to recognize that schedules may change throughout the school year
based on student's needs.

Planning Lessons
Planning lessons is one of the most crucial elements of being a teacher.

This is the time when teachers and grade level teams meet to discuss the standards
that need to be taught as required by law. In the inclusive classroom, this is also a

time to discuss the goals of students with IEPs. With coaching from the special
education teacher, the team can determine how to incorporate those goals into
lessons and how to differentiate content and materials. Genevieve shared an

experience she had when she co-taught with a general education teacher.
There wasn't much differentiation for students in the classroom, including
those with IEPs. We

didn't get to plan together
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so that made

it hard. For

inclusion to have truly worked there, we needed to have co-planned
together.

Planning lessons would be easy if all the students were at the same level

of

academic and functioning abilities. As we know, everybody learns differently
and at their own different pace. Samantha elaborated on her experience

differentiating lessons :
You know a lot of times teachers become overwhelmed by having to
differentiate materials and different activities. I think having a special
education teacher on the team, you know, gives that different lens that
general education teachers overlook sometimes. Inclusion helps with

differentiation so you make sure you are meeting the needs of those
students who do have IEP goals.

It is not all on one person's shoulders,

like, these are not your kids, these are my kids, that sort of thing. It is
everybody's responsibility. I think even giving special education teachers
a chance to

work with general education students and in building those

relationships with all of the kids. As a general education teacher, I try to

look at it from different perspectives, from the ELL perspective, from the
sped perspective, all these different ways

of looking at it. When you are a

special education teacher you are in that all the time and you have better
ideas about how to scaffold, modify work, different things that

will help

the students. Even simple things like the word boxes. I know how to use a

word box but I just did not think about it for this assignment. Different
organizers, and sentences sterns, different things like that that not only
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work with kids who have IEPs but also other students in the classroom
you can help see students who might struggle with.
Since teachers hold different licenses in different areas,

it is beneficial to have

them there during lesson planning time in order to meet the needs of all students.

Having the special education teacher as apart of grade level lesson planning
session is helpful for teachers who do not have a background in special education

instruction and law. Haley says:
You know, are classroom teachers incorporating? Do they know the
goals? Are they incorporating that into the lesson?

Although general education teachers are not explicitly teaching students their IEP
goals like special education teachers are, there are ways to incorporate their goals

into the general education lesson in the general education classroom. Samantha
gave an example of how two special education teachers and one language arts
teacher co-taught together:

At the TAP national conference I went to some examples of how two
special education teachers co taught with a language arts teacher in order

to fit the goals of specific standards and objectives for that lesson. I
thought that that was very interesting because I think sometimes some
general education teachers do not pay attention to the IEP goals as much
as they should

just because they do not have to work with

it.

There is

creative ways to get that to fit into what you are already teaching in the

classroom. So that is where the general education teacher and special
education teacher come in together and make that fit.
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Allowing general and special education teachers the time to co-plan and co-teach
together is important when delivering instruction to special education students in
the general education classroom.
Co-Planning

for

S

uccess

At this charter school, inclusion looks different in each grade level. It also
changes from year-to-year depending on the needs and accommodations of each

grade's students who have IEPs. All participants felt their school's co-teaching
model was successful in the inclusive environment. Haley shared her thoughts
about co-teaching more generally and the school's specific co-teaching model:

Having multiple teachers in the classroom is a model that we have used.
This whole co-teaching model has come out of special education many,
many years ago and that is where ELL followed...got this idea and this
model for co-teaching. I think that co-teaching is definitely the way to go
and

it's abelief that we have at school and always had. I think having

multiple teachers in the classroom who know the students well; they can
create those safety nets that

will allow them

and those strategies that

allow them to kind of access the content, the grade level content in

will

a

differentiated wny, a scaffolded way. Maybe it is not the exact way
everybody else does but they need more time or just more modeling or
more structure around the concept through re-teaching or small group or

whatever. I definitely think that exposure to grade level content and the
exposure to high achieving peers they need see what that looks like, feels

like, and sounds like.
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Having two teachers in the classroom helps to ensure that students are getting
what they need academically and emotionally. While co-teaching plays a major

role in shaping the delivery of instruction, teachers do have some concerns about
the model. Scheduling conflicts were a primary concern, as was articulated by
Samantha:

I think it is great if it can work with scheduling. Scheduling is one of the
biggest barriers to

it.

I have been doing it with one of the teachers here

kind of co-teaching with some of the whole group lessons during literacy
together and seeing how that works but, you know, it's still a struggle with
the scheduling piece because I think sometimes everybody is on the same
page, but making

it actually happen is a little bit tougher. Looking at a

schedule to see when the special education teacher can come in and teach

with you and be part of the classroom and to work on the co-teaching
models.

Working with multiple schedules is not an easy task. Allowing the general and
special education teachers' schedules to align together so they are able to co-teach
together would ensure that students are getting their academic and emotional
needs

met. Again, this co-teaching model requires that both classroom

and

special education teachers must be on the same page and available to collaborate

with each other. With respect to how teaching responsibilities are determined,
Haley said:
Is the special ed teacher able to be engaged in the lesson and take on
pieces of the lesson that are appropriate and those kinds of things? And
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just making sure that that happens is hard because I think everybody gets
busy. Sometimes it is easier to say, 'okay you can work with a small
group over here on this' and that the classroom teacher tells the special
education teacher what to do. Have the special education teacher be more
engaged in that process.

For some teachers, the co-teaching model works beautifully and the experience
can be inspiring and rewarding. Genevieve shared her experience when she co-

taught with an ELL teacher:

It was, like, so fun. I remember that now. Partly because we got along
really well and we did have the same kind of style. We co-taught every
lesson and we went back and

forth. We had the same expectations

were able to plan together and all just meshed and went really

and we

well. I

remember that \ryas one of my favorite times of the duy, every day because

it was so fun to be with her and you know I got to know a couple of other
kids that I wouldn't have gotten to know normally get to know.
Samantha also shared an example of why co-teaching with a special education
teacher was successful. In lessons that require the teacher to model their thinking

aloud and that also require writing, it seems that having two teachers in the
classroom model is helpful for both the model of what student work should look

like and to offer that different perspective:
I really liked that a lot. I was reading a book aloud and the special
education teacher was recording on the graphic organizer on the board. It

just, the flow was really good because if it was one teacher teaching, it
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would be a lot work. It would be a lot of I am going to stop reading and I
am going to go write this

down. It just made more

sense to show

like this

is the thinking about the book and this is how I am going to record it and I

think it was good for the students to see that. Having another person in the
classroom who also has a different perspective on how the other kids

might be learning is helpful.
Beatrice also shared a positive experience she had with co-teaching and centersbased instruction in a general education classroom:

Last year in the fifth grade class was probably one of the most successful
models I have seen. They had the centers and I had a center with kids who
had special needs but also there where kids who were just struggling with

skills and that seemed to work. I think that what we do here, where we
have the whole group instruction and then they do small group or centers.

I think that works fantastic and that is one of the best ways that we can be
including because we can do a center.
Inclusion practices and co-teaching is successful in this charter school
because the teachers have a rapport

with each other and work well with other

teachers' perspectives, use a format that involves whole group instruction by
general education teachers followed by small group instruction or center-based

activities facilitated by both general and special education teachers, and have a
shared belief about what inclusion looks like in the school. The challenge

of

scheduling is still a work in progress depending on the needs of the students.

Pull-Out Schedules
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Some students with disabilities at the charter school are pulled by a special

education teacher for reading, writing, and/or math small group instruction. Other
students with IEPs are supported by u special education teacher and general

education teacher in the general education classroom. Beatrice explains the
importance of staying on schedule.

I go into

a class right now and they are always behind schedule. I tried to

do where I

will just be in the room to support. I only have

a certain

amount of time and I would end up just sitting there or working with them
on an activity in center. So it really wasn't beneficial to them, to the
students, as far as reviewing of skills sharpening of

skills. It was more,

'oh, I'm here to help you do this activity.' The number one thing, you
know, I am not supposed to do is just reteach what has just been taught.
That is not an effective use of me teaching.
Since Beatrice pulls her students for small group instruction in certain subject
areas, staying on a set schedule is

important. When schedules do not fit together,

the teachers are losing instruction time with their student.

If

schedules are failing

to line up when originally scheduled, there needs to be a conversation between
those teachers to ensure this is fixed.

There were three themes that emerged from this study. The administrator
and teachers thought it was essential that everyone shared a common vision

toward inclusion, saw value in frequent trainings and professional development,
and supported scheduling that allowed for effective co-planning and use

of

teacher time in order for inclusion to be work in their school environment. The
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participants from this study used specific examples of when they felt inclusive
practices were successful and where inclusive practices needed improvement.
participants felt that inclusion can work with careful and thoughtful planning.
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All

Chapter 5
Conclusions and Reflection

The purpose of this study was to gain a deeper understanding of why

including students with disabilities alongside their peers in an educational setting
is still a debatable issue after all this time. From the data analysis process, three
rnajor themes emerged: sharing a common vision, attending trainings and
professional developments on inclusive practices, and scheduling. The school
employees considered these themes important to implementing and maintaining a
successful inclusion program. This chapter provides conclusions based on the

findings presented in the previous chapter. It also offers recommendations and
possible next steps for maintaining an existing inclusion program based on current
literature.

Sharing a Common Vision
In order for inclusion to work at this charter school, participants shared the
opinion that there needs to be a corlmon vision of what it looks like and that all
staff need to be'oon the same page." Watnick

&

Sacks (2006) have reinforced the

importance of having teacher, student, administration, and community "buy-in" as
being one of the key elements of any successful inclusion program. Despite

participants' shared desire for a common vision of inclusion, analysis of interview
transcripts revealed the charter school has yet to fully establish its vision. This has
challenged the effectiveness of the school's program. Watnick & Sacks (2006)
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stated the importance of having teacher, student, administration, and community

"buy-in" as one of the key elements of any successful inclusion program.
Participants spent some time talking about the consequences

of

administrators not establishing a strong sense of vision for their school's inclusion

program. Participants shared their experiences at both this charter school and
other inclusive schools at which they worked and stressed that if the expectations

of what inclusion looks like are not well-established, it will not work in
classrooms. When teachers working in an inclusive education environment are
not "on the same poge," it causes obstacles serving students with special
education needs. This is echoed by Ryndak et al. {2007), who concluded that
weak vision results in confusion and frustration among school
agreed that sharing one common vision would

staff. Participants

limit opportunities for teachers to

make their own interpretations of inclusion, which could ultimately lead to
weakened delivery of instruction and services, which would ultimately hurt
students

Implementation of I nclusion :
The definition and development of what inclusion looks like in the school
environment must be established and enforced by the special education team and

administration. What inclusion looks like at the charter school is a work in
progress. Participants agreed that students who receive special education services
should not be 100% pulled out or 100% pushed
student,

in.

Depending on the needs of the

it should be a balance between students' pushed into the general

education setting and then pulled for specialized services by the special education
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teacher. Idol (2006) agreed that staff should be directed to explore a variety of
different service options aside from resource programming, cooperative teaching,
and instructional assistance. However, this vision has not been

fully developed by

the special education team and administration.
Once the common vision is

fully developed by the special education team

and administration at the charter school, that vision needs to be shared with the
general education teachers. Alquraini

& Gut (2012) explained that having clear

outlined plans to create and continue inclusive programs for students with severe
disabilities is a critical element for successful inclusive environment. Some
participants shared their concern about what inclusion

will look like at the charter

school within the next couple of years. Samantha shared that one of the special
education teachers this school year is open to co-teaching and co-planning, but
wonders if the other special education teacher(s) might be open to co-teaching and
co-planning in the future. When a common vision is created and implemented,
teachers and students at the charter school

will

have an understanding of what is

expected of them in terms of academics and behavior management. It

will

leave

little to no room for interpretation of what inclusion looks like in the school
environment.

Clarfficution af Roles:
When implementing school-wide inclusive practices, administration needs
to clarify what their role is in the inclusive environment. It seemed that the
participants at the charter school understood what their roles in the classroom
should be,but that because expectations were not necessarily communicated to
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them by administrators or through a shared vision. They were of the opinion that
not all teachers knew their roles. Some participants reported feeling like an aide
instead of an equal contributor teaching in an inclusive environment. Indeed,

when special education teachers are included in teaching lessons in the general
education classroom, they are often seen as an aide in the classroom or are seen
seated in the back of the room, as was evidenced by Genevieve's experience co-

teaching earth science. Some participants wanted more contribution from the
special education teacher, but finding a balance of responsibilities can be

difficult

when administrators are not involved in establishing and defining roles and
responsibilities.
The findings indicate that each person's role should be explained and

clarified at the beginning of the year. Staff should also be flexible and ready to
adjust

job descriptions

as necessary. Leatherman (2009) has suggested that

all

staff members who teach in inclusive classrooms should be assigned roles.
Everyone must contribute in order to ensure a successful program. Smith &

Leonard's (2005) research reinforces the fact that the roles of special education
teachers, general education teachers, and other inclusion team members need to
be

clarified. The duo suggests this could be done by creating an inclusion

handbook for the school. In order to ensure that inclusive schools operate

effectively and in ways that allow children to reach their potential, staff need to
understand each other's roles in the general education classroom. Once this
happens, teachers can maximize instructional time and students

Trainings and Professional Development
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will thrive.

Professional development and trainings are essential to implementing

inclusion and ensuring its continued success. It is important for educators to have
opportunities that allow them to stay up-to-date on current research, new

curricula, innovative teaching strategies, and current technologies that benefit
students. Educators at the charter school in this case study identified inclusionfocused professional development as one of its weaknesses. It was surprising and

yet not surprising to find that the participants in this study have not had training
on current research, let alone training on specific inclusive practices. It is
surprising this has not happened because the school says it offers an inclusive
program, which implies staff already has relevant training. A number of scholars
have expressed similar concern about the lack of professional development

focused on inclusion practices (Blecker & Boakes,2010; Shady et al., 2013;

Downing et al., 2004). Researchers reconrmend that inclusive schools should
offer training for all staff and those trainings should be continually offered in
order to keep up with current practices and theories (Dingle et a1.,2004)-

According to participants, there is a need for more trainings and professional
development on inclusive practices, including the co-teaching model.

Scheduling
Scheduling can be challenging because special education teachers are

pulled in so many different directions throughout the day. Not only are they
working with their grade level team, they are also working with teachers and staff
outside of their team to make sure students' needs is being met. Participants

identified scheduling as a major concern. Finding time for co-planning and co-
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teaching was important to all participants, but they did not feel as though the
established schedule allowed them to effectively collaborate with all of their

teams. By creating a schedule that designates time for co-planning starting on the

first day of the school yeff could help avoid confusion between teachers and,
more importantly, students who need a consistent schedule.

Planning Lessons
In the inclusive classroom, lesson planning is one of the crucial elements
to ensuring effective instructional delivery. With coaching from the special
education teacher, the team determines how to incorporate students' IEP goals

into lessons. This results in the differentiation of lesson content and materials.
The participants at the charter school recognized the importance of having the
special and general education teachers co-plan together. Some participants felt
that when teachers were not able to plan lessons together, differentiation did not

happen. The time set aside to co-plan with each other allows teachers to
understand what is being taught, how to differentiate materials and support
students in the classroom, and plan for who is teaching the different parts of the

lesson. Co-planning brings different perspectives to the table, which can be
extremely valuable in delivering instruction that reaches all students in the

classroom. Teachers with different license areas bring different strengths and
ideas to planning that content teachers might not always think about. In order to
meet the needs of the students in the inclusive classroom, general and special

education teachers need time to collaborate and plan with each other (Leatherman,

2009). Allowing the time for special and general education teachers to co-plan
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and co-teach together helps deliver quality instruction to special education
students in the inclusive classroom environment.

Planning Time to Co-Teach
Most participants felt their school's co-teaching model was successful in
the inclusive environment. Collaborative teaching is a better way of meeting the
needs of all students in inclusive classrooms (Watnick

&

Sacks, 2006).

Participants felt that whole group instruction, followed by small group instruction
or center-based activities, was ideal for instructional delivery in inclusive

classrooms. Since inclusion at this charter school looks different in each grade
level, and changes from year-to-year depending on the needs and
accommodations of those students with IEPs, there is the understanding that
schedules

will

change based on those needs. The challenge is ensuring all

necessary teachers can engage in those planning sessions.

Pull-Out Schedules
Students with IEPs may need to be pulled by the special education teacher

for reading, writing, and/or math small group instruction. Other students with
IEPs may be effectively supported by the special education teacher and general
education teacher in the general education classroom. At the beginning of the
school yearr general and special education teachers need to decide on the times
students with IEPs can be pulled for instruction. Sticking to this set schedule is

important. When schedules do not fit together, both the special and general
education teacher loose instruction time. Of course, there will be times when
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schedules change. However,

if this

becomes a pattern there needs to be a

conversation between those teachers to ensure this is flxed.

Recommendations
Inclusive classrooms are complex systems that require dedication,
acceptance, patience, and time to

fully be implemented. This study provides one

charter school's inclusion program, as described by four of its employees.
Interviewees were candid and shared not only what has gone well at the school,
but also discussed challenges that impede instruction and learning. Nine
recommendations have come out of this study. These recommendations offer
next steps for this particular school as they continue their journey toward

implementing inclusion in their educational environment.

A common vision of inclusion must be established. The special education
team and administration should collaborate to create and develop a vision that
is specific to their educational environment.

To effectively meet the changing needs of students, the vision needs to be
revised yearly.
The vision must be shared with all staff members at least yearly. This will
remind staff of what inclusion looks like in the school and motivate them to
make adapt their instruction to current student needs.
The roles of general education teachers, special education teachers, and other
support staff should be clarified at the beginning of each year and periodically
throughout the school year. Again, this is because the needs of the students
may change.

Inclusive schools must hold professional development and trainings for staff
at least yearly in order to keep up with current research and theories. Ideally
these trainings should happen multiple times each year.
Both special and general education teachers should have a set weekly
schedule for co-planning and co-teaching. Teachers must operate with the
understanding that their schedules might change.
Teachers and staff must be allocated time to co-teach. Co-teaching should

follow the school's vision for inclusion.
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The school should establish a pull-out schedule for students with IEPs who
receive services outside of the general education classroom. Teachers should
make changes to the schedule as necessary.
Since the needs of the students change year-to-year, the school's leadership
should expect frequent revisions to its vision of inclusion.

School staff should consider involving students in developing a vision for
inclusion in their school.
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Chapter

6

Self-Reflection

This chapter provides my self-reflection of my journey toward becoming

a

critical educator. As an educator, I believe it is important to reflect on the
research presented in the previous chapters. Finishing this project has given me a

powerful sense of understanding as to where I have come from and where I can
go after learning this new information. Before attending school for education, the

term "inclusion" seemed like a buzzword. I would often hear about inclusion
when reporters talked about IDEA and No Child Left Behind. I never understood
the significance of the term, who it affected, or the amount of work that goes into
creating and maintaining effective inclusive schools.

My journey as an educator started when I worked for a nonprofit tutoring
center. I was assigned to work with a student with special education needs. I was
never taught how to work with students with disabilities, but

it was expected that

if I worked with children then I could work with any children no matter their
ability level. Even though I did not have the "proper trainirg," I knew how to
interact with children and that allowed us to build a relationship. Once I figured
out how to work with this student, the academics part came easy. The work we
completed was not what the "typical" work that other students were completing.

However, she understood the content and concepts, which is the goal for every
student. Unfortunately, the tutoring center position was only funded for one year
and I had to find another

job" After working as atutor, I thought about going
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back to school for education. My coworkers encouraged me to obtain my special

education license, which I was apprehensive about.
Soon after my tutoring

job ended, I started a job

as a literacy

tutor. I

worked with students in a traditional school setting that were below grade level in

reading. During that year, I decided that I wanted to go back to school for my
elementary teaching license. My coworkers at the school continued to encourage
me to obtain my special education license. The literacy position was also a one
year position and soon

I was looking for another job.

Fortunately, I found a paraprofessional position at an elementary school. I

worked in a one-to-one position with a student diagnosed with autism. During my
time as a paraprofessional I changed my licensure area from elementary education
to special education. I found that working with special education students was a

gift I had and realized the work I did with these students was not something most
people can do.
When I started researching inclusion for this project, it dawned on me that

all my previous positions were working with students in inclusive settings.
However, I was never explicitly told I was working in an inclusion environment.

I assumed it was status quo for students to be welcomed into every educational
setting and that separating students with disabilities from their peers was
something that happened in the past.

I attended

a conference in the

fall of 2013 and one of the break-out

sessions was on how to make inclusion

work. The two

presenters were from a

school on the West Coast. They spoke about their experiences as special

61

education teachers who collaborated with their school's administration to

implement inclusion. In the past, the school mostly taught students in a special
education classroom. The students did not spend much of their school day in the
general education setting. It was interesting to hear their journey and how they
made inclusion work in their school environment. It also got me thinking about

how inclusion worked at the school where I was employed.

I was motivated to research inclusion. During the process, I was surprised
to find that researchers have spent decades conducting research on how to make
inclusion work for students with disabilities. This infuriated me and made me ask
some critical questions. There's loads of research out there on how to make

inclusion work, so why is the push for inclusive practices still a debate? Why are
educators apprehensive about implementing inclusive practices? Over the past
ten years, researchers have published have asked similar questions, yet the
progress toward inclusion is

still slow. The disappointing part about my research

is that the recommendations I presented in Chapter 5 almost mirror other

researchers' conclusions. However, ffiy experience researching inclusion and the
conclusions from my project have motivated me to advocate for more schools to

implement inclusive practices. Our education system as we know it today would
be completely different

if inclusion practices were implemented

10 years ago.

Inclusion should be mandatory. Not only should inclusion be mandatory, it
should be implemented with integrity.
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